Electrocardiographic findings in patients undergoing amitriptyline treatment.
Fifteen depressed patients were treated with amitriptyline in a dosage ranging from 75 mg to 200 mg/day for a minimum of three weeks, two of which were at a fixed dosage. Plasma samples were drawn 12 to 16 hours after the bedtime dose of medication for determination of amitriptyline and its metabolite nortriptyline. Electrocardiograms were taken prior to treatment and after three weeks of drug treatment. The only abnormality noted prior to treatment was bradycardia in one patient. After treatment, two patients exhibited nonspecific T-wave abnormalities. Otherwise, the electrocardiograms were unremarkable. A significant increase in heart rate (p less than 0.001) was noted. The mean increase in rate was sixteen beats per minute. Those patients having a rate change greater than sixteen beats per minute had significantly higher amitriptyline levels (p less than 0.05), and total tricyclic antidepressant levels (p less than 0.05), than those patients having a mean rate increase less than sixteen. While tricyclic antidepressants can produce multiple cardiac effects, the risk of cardiac morbidity and mortality is relatively low in patients undergoing tricyclic antidepressant treatment with moderate dosages.